Impact of abstinence and of reducing illicit drug use without abstinence on HIV viral load.
Substance use is common among people living with HIV (PLWH) and a barrier to achieving viral suppression. Among PLWH who report illicit drug use, we evaluated associations between HIV viral load (VL) and reduced use of illicit opioids, methamphetamine/crystal, cocaine/crack, and marijuana, regardless of whether or not abstinence was achieved. Longitudinal cohort studySetting/participantsPLWH in clinical care at 8 HIV clinics or 5 clinical studies. We used joint longitudinal and survival models to examine the impact of decreasing drug use and of abstinence for each drug on viral suppression. We repeated analyses using linear mixed models to examine associations between change in frequency of drug use and VL. The number of PLWH who were using each drug at baseline ranged from n=568 (illicit opioids) to n=4272 (marijuana). Abstinence was associated with higher odds of viral suppression (OR 1.4-2.2) and lower relative VL (ranging from 21-42% by drug) for all four drug categories. Reducing frequency of illicit opioid or methamphetamine/crystal use without abstinence was associated with VL suppression (OR 2.2, 1.6 respectively). Reducing frequency of illicit opioid or methamphetamine/crystal use without abstinence was associated with lower relative VL (47%, 38% respectively). Observational data have limitations with causal inference. Abstinence was associated with viral suppression. In addition, reducing use of illicit opioids or methamphetamine/crystal, even without abstinence, was also associated with viral suppression. Findings highlight the impact of reducing substance use even when abstinence is not achieved and the potential benefits of medications, behavioral interventions, and harm-reduction interventions.